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Abstract 
From the perspective of the integrative model of organizational trust, this study proposes a 
multi-level model for whether, how, and when differentiated empowering leadership 
influences followers’ trust in leaders and their work outcomes. Drawing on a sample of 372 
followers from 97 teams in China, it was found that the negative effect of differentiated 
empowering leadership on followers’ trust in leaders became salient when followers’ Chinese 
traditionality was low. Moreover, followers’ trust in leaders mediated the effect of 
differentiated empowering leadership and Chinese traditionality on followers’ in-role 
performance, extra-role performance, and counterproductive work behaviors toward the 
organization. These findings have implications for managerial theory and practice in the 
domains of trust and differentiated empowering leadership. 
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Introduction 
Trust has been defined as an implicit moral duty that one person will not bring harm to the 
other (Hosmer 1995). Work environments have become increasingly uncertain and 
interdependent, and interpersonal trust has accordingly become indispensable in establishing 
and maintaining cooperative and productive relationships in the workplace (Mayer and Gavin 
2005; Newman, Kiazad, Miao, and Cooper 2014; Sgro, Worchel, Pence, and Orban 1980). 
Most organizations expect their employees to trust coworkers and leaders to create stable 
social relationships and encourage risk-taking. Therefore, it is not surprising that the factors 
motivating employees’ trust have attracted attention from both scholars and employers 
(Burke, Sims, Lazzara, and Salas 2007; Schoorman, Mayer, and Davis 2007). 
Trusting in leaders involves a certain vulnerability, and followers’ willingness to do so is 
greatly influenced by how leaders treat them (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, and Camerer 1998). 
The extant literature demonstrates that leaders have a critical role in eliciting trust from their 
followers (Kannan-Narasimhan and Lawrence 2012; Newman et al. 2014). For example, 
Schaubroeck, Lam, and Peng (2011) found that transformational leadership enhanced 
followers’ cognition-based trust. Newman et al. (2014) concluded that ethical leadership 
increased followers’ cognitive and affective trust. 
Unfortunately, the aforementioned studies generally focused on the dyadic level, 
investigating the antecedents and consequences of trust between a leader and a particular 
subordinate. Some recent research has begun to consider leadership as a team-level process 
that involves both team-level consensus (Avolio, Walumbwa, and Weber 2009; Chen and 
Kanfer 2006; Chen, Kirkman, Kanfer, Allen, and Rosen 2007) and differentiation among 
 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
3 
 
team members (Wu, Tsui, and Kinicki 2010; Cole, Bedeian, and Bruch 2011; Liden, Erdogan, 
Wayne, and Sparrowe 2006). However, the extent to which differentiated leadership violates 
leaders’ moral duty to their followers and impairs followers’ trust in leaders needs further 
examination. 
One typical form of differentiated leadership is differentiated empowering leadership, 
which reflects the degree to which leaders give different amounts of authority and autonomy 
to their followers (Li, He, Yam, and Long 2015). Empirical evidence has supported the 
critical role of empowering leadership in influencing followers’ trust in leaders. For example, 
several studies have found that participative leadership, which is similar to empowering 
leadership, is an effective way for leaders to gain followers’ trust (Huang, Iun, Liu, and Gong 
2010; Miao, Newman, and Huang 2014; Miao, Newman, Schwarz, and Xu 2013).  
There is some debate over whether leaders should implement differentiated empowering 
leadership. Khan (1997) noted that differentiated empowerment is harmful for the 
organization and for employees, since it violates the principle of fairness; Forrester (2000) 
claimed that a “one-size-fits-all empowerment” may result in detrimental outcomes because 
not all employees are ready, or want, to be empowered. Nevertheless, little empirical research 
has explored the influence of differentiated empowering leadership on followers’ 
psychological and behavioral outcomes. It is thus not clear whether followers’ trust in leaders 
is impaired when leaders empower them with different amounts of autonomy and authority.  
According to the integrative model of organizational trust (Mayer, Davis, and 
Schoorman 1995), the trustworthiness of the trustee is crucial in generating the trustor’s trust. 
In addition, the trustor’s propensity to trust, a stable factor that affects the likelihood the 
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trustor will trust, also plays an important role in the trust development process (Burke et al. 
2007; Mayer et al. 1995). Thus, followers’ trust in their leaders is dependent on both the 
leaders’ differentiated empowering behaviors and the followers’ propensity to trust in their 
leaders. Previous research has indicated that employees’ propensity to trust is greatly 
influenced by cultural values (Hofstede 1980; Mayer et al. 1995). Compared with power 
distance and collectivism (Hofstede 2001), Chinese traditionality originates from a familial 
framework rooted in Confucianism (Schwartz 1992). For followers with high Chinese 
traditionality, leaders are seen as father substitutes (Rarick 2007; Yang 1993). Hence, Chinese 
traditionality, which fosters father-child relationships among leaders and employees (Farh, 
Earley, and Lin 1997; Farh, Hackett, and Liang 2007), may be more likely to influence the 
magnitude of the association between differentiated empowering leadership and trust in 
leaders. It was thus chosen as a cultural boundary condition in this study. Specifically, the 
trust in leaders of followers high in Chinese traditionality may be less likely to change 
according to the degree of leaders’ differentiated empowering behaviors.  
Furthermore, based on the integrative model of organizational trust (Mayer et al. 1995), 
followers’ trust in leaders can translate leadership effectiveness into work outcomes. Among 
all work outcomes, in-role performance and extra-role performance contribute to the effective 
functioning and success of the organization (Eisenberger, Karagonlar, Stinglhamber, Neves, 
Becker, Gonzalez-Morales, and Steiger-Mueller 2010). Counterproductive work behaviors 
toward the organization, such as employee theft and dishonesty, can cause great financial 
loss, and even result in business failures (Dalal 2005; Gross-Schaefer, Trigilio, Negus, and 
Ro 2000). Some researchers have suggested that task performance (similar to in-role 
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performance), organizational citizenship behavior (similar to extra-role performance), and 
counterproductive work behavior are three broad performance domains (Rotundo and Sackett 
2002). Including all three work outcomes allows us to capture a more integrated and 
comprehensive picture of the impact of differentiated empowering leadership. Therefore, a  
mediated moderation model is proposed, in which followers’ trust in leaders mediates the 
interactive effect of differentiated empowering leadership and Chinese traditionality on 
followers’ in-role performance, extra-role performance, and counterproductive work 
behaviors toward the organization (CWBO). 
This study makes three contributions to the literature on leadership and trust. First, by 
investigating the impact of differentiated empowering leadership on followers’ trust in leaders 
and on their work outcomes, the study makes a pioneering attempt to explore the relationship 
between differentiated leadership and trust. By doing so, a more comprehensive 
understanding of the relationship between leadership and followers’ trust in leaders is 
provided. 
Second, Chinese traditionality refers to submission and reliance on authority (Farh et al. 
1997, 2007). Using Chinese traditionality to represent followers’ propensity to trust can 
extend the integrative model of organizational trust to differentiate trust referents. Empirical 
evidence of the moderating effect of cultural values in magnifying or diminishing the effect 
of the predictors on trust is limited. By investigating the moderating role of Chinese 
traditionality in the relationship between differentiated empowering leadership and trust in 
leaders, this study explores followers’ cultural values as a boundary condition in the 
leadership-trust process model.  
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Third, rather than focusing on a single type of work outcome among followers, this 
study tests how followers’ trust in leaders mediates the effect of differentiated empowering 
leadership on followers’ in-role performance, extra-role performance, and CWBO. In doing 
so, the integrative model of organizational trust is advanced by providing a comprehensive 
understanding of the behavioral consequences of trust (Mayer et al. 1995). 
 
Theoretical Background and Hypotheses 
Integrative Model of Organizational Trust 
Mayer and colleagues (1995) developed the integrative model of organizational trust and 
proposed several key factors that influence trust and outcomes influenced by trust. They 
defined trust as “the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party 
based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular action important to the 
trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that other party” (Mayer et al. 1995, p. 
712). The trustor’s level of trust in a trustee is determined by two factors: the trustworthiness 
of the trustee and the propensity to trust of the trustor (Mayer et al. 1995). The 
trustworthiness of the trustee is determined by the trustee’s ability, benevolence, and integrity 
(Mayer et al. 1995). Ability reflects the trustee’s skills, competencies, and characteristics in a 
specific domain; benevolence is a moral value that reflects the extent to which a trustee wants 
to do good to the trustor for reasons other than personal profit or selfishness; integrity is also 
a moral value, representing the trustor’s belief about whether the trustee adheres to principles 
that the trustor holds dear. The model also states that the trustor’s propensity to trust may 
influence the relationship between the trustee’s trustworthiness and trustor’s trust. 
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Over nearly twenty years, the integrative model of organizational trust has been 
effectively applied in various areas of organizational behavior research (Mayer and Davis 
1999; Mayer and Gavin 2005). The model provides the overarching theoretical framework in 
this study for exploring how differentiated empowering leadership influences followers’ trust 
in leaders and furthers their work outcomes. The cultural value of Chinese traditionality has 
been integrated into our research model as a moderator in the process of building trust in 
leaders. The logic of the current research model is presented in detail below.  
Differentiated Empowering Leadership and Followers’ Trust in Leaders 
The idea of differentiated leadership was first elaborated in the leader-member exchange 
(LMX) literature (Chen, He, and Weng 2015; Erdogan and Bauer 2010; Liden et al. 2006), 
and was later extended to research in transformational leadership (Cole and Bedeian 2007; 
Cole et al. 2011; Wu et al. 2010). Wu and colleagues (2010) defined differentiated leadership 
as “the case in which a leader exhibits varying levels of individual-focused leadership 
behavior to different group members” (p. 90). Building on the concept of differentiated 
leadership, differentiated empowering leadership is defined as the situation in which a leader 
distributes power, autonomy, motivation, and other job privileges unequally among followers.  
Following Mayer and colleagues (1995), trust in leaders is defined as the willingness of 
followers to be vulnerable to the actions of leaders. Followers’ trust in their leaders may be 
influenced by their judgment of the ethical principles underlying leaders’ behaviors. Based on 
Mayer and colleagues’ (1995) integrative model of organizational trust, followers’ trust in 
leaders is posited to be negatively affected by differentiated empowering leadership. 
Leaders who implement highly differentiated empowering behaviors may be regarded 
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by their followers as having a low level of integrity and as being immoral. When leaders fail 
to enact policies and behaviors in a fair and consistent way, followers’ trust may be impaired 
because they perceive leaders to have low integrity (Ambrose and Schminke 2003; Burke et 
al. 2007). Colquitt and Jackson (2006) found that employees in teams prefer equality-based 
resource allocations because of their interdependence with other team members and need for 
cooperation and social cohesion. Thus, leaders’ unequal allocation of resources such as 
power, autonomy, and decision-making rights among team members leads to a perception of 
unfairness. When differentiated empowering leadership is high in the work team, followers, 
especially those who prefer equality-based allocation, will lose trust in their leaders because 
they perceive them to be unfair. 
Moreover, leaders’ benevolence is judged according to followers’ beliefs about whether 
their leaders will do good for them beyond egocentric profit motives (Mayer et al. 1995). 
Followers who are less empowered by leaders in work teams receive less autonomy and 
decision-making rights, and feel they receive less support from their leaders. Their welfare is 
thus impaired and they consider their leaders to be less benevolent toward them and less 
deserving of trust. The evaluations of team leaders’ empowering behaviors by followers who 
are more empowered may be influenced by the judgment of less-empowered team members 
(Chen et al. 2007). In a potentially risky situation, followers must develop sufficient 
confidence in their leaders’ motives and future behaviors to build trust in them (Doney, 
Cannon, and Mullen 1998). Thus, due to other team members’ unfavorable reactions to 
differentiated empowering leadership, even highly empowered followers may worry that the 
authority and support from their leaders may be arbitrarily reduced or disappear (Tyler 1989; 
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Tyler, Lind, and Huo 2000). Meanwhile, the norms of power differentials suggest that leaders 
who empower followers differentially may be suspected of being motivated by egocentrism 
and personal gain (Doney et al. 1998). Accordingly, leaders who implement highly 
differentiated empowering behaviors may not be considered benevolent and may be less 
trusted by followers.  
Hypothesis 1: Differentiated empowering leadership is negatively related to followers’ 
trust in leaders. 
The Moderating Effect of Chinese Traditionality 
Chinese traditionality could be one of the most influential factors influencing the 
relationship between differentiated empowering leadership and trust in leaders. Yang (2003) 
defined Chinese traditionality as “the typical pattern of more or less related motivational, 
evaluative, attitudinal and temperamental traits that is most frequently observed in people in 
traditional Chinese society and can still be found in people in contemporary Chinese societies 
such as Taiwan, Hong Kong, and mainland China” (p. 265). Farh and colleagues (1997) 
introduced the concept of Chinese traditionality from social psychology to organizational 
behavior research.  
Chinese traditionality indicates the extent to which followers are unconditionally 
obedient and loyal to their leaders (Hui, Lee, and Rousseau 2004). In China, among followers 
high in Chinese traditionality, leaders are treated as fathers and followers are seen as sons 
(Rarick 2007; Yang 1993). Sons have the instinctive tendency to trust their fathers. Thus, 
followers high in Chinese traditionality are less likely to be suspicious of leaders’ behaviors 
(Farh et al. 1997, 2007). Followers high in Chinese traditionality are more likely to accept the 
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highly differentiated empowering leadership that accompanies unequal resource allocation, 
without close scrutiny (Farh et al. 1997, 2007; Hui et al. 2004). They will be less skeptical 
about their leaders’ empowerment decisions, benevolence, and team management ability. 
Highly differentiated empowering leadership is thus less likely to reduce their trust in leaders. 
Leaders’ differentiated empowering leadership becomes more salient in influencing trust 
among followers with a lower level of Chinese traditionality. 
Hypothesis 2: Chinese traditionality moderates the relationship between differentiated 
empowering leadership and followers’ trust in leaders in such a way that the negative 
relationship is weaker for followers higher in Chinese traditionality. 
The Mediating Effect of Followers’ Trust in Leaders 
So far, a negative relationship between differentiated empowering leadership and followers’ 
trust in leaders, as well as the moderating role of Chinese traditionality in this association, has 
been hypothesized. In addition, followers’ trust in leaders is proposed to mediate the 
interactive effect of Chinese traditionality and differentiated empowering leadership on 
followers’ work outcomes (i.e., in-role performance, extra-role performance, and 
counterproductive work behaviors toward the organization). These behaviors cover both the 
positive and negative sides of followers’ behaviors in organizations.  
Previous research has found that followers’ trust in leaders enhances their positive work 
behavior, such as task performance and organizational citizenship behaviors (Aryee, 
Budhwar, and Chen 2002; Huang et al. 2010). Trust has also been shown to decrease negative 
behaviors, such as conflict (De Dreu, Giebels, and Van de Vliert 1998; Zaheer, McEvily, and 
Perrone 1998). The character-based perspective of trust implies that followers’ trust in 
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leaders, which involves judgment about leaders’ character, influences followers’ work 
behaviors (Dirks and Ferrin 2002). If followers believe that their leader is honest, benevolent, 
and neutral, they will feel more comfortable engaging in complex or risky tasks (such as 
extra-role behaviors) because they can accept their vulnerability to their leaders (Mayer et al. 
1995). In contrast, when followers regard their leader as insincere and untrustworthy, they 
will divert their effort into covering their backs, which will decrease their organizational 
citizenship behavior (Mayer and Gavin 2005). Low trust can even lead to CWBO, such as 
working slowly and not doing one’s best.  
Furthermore, the relationship perspective of trust argues that followers’ trust in their 
leader results in an amicable relationship between both parties (Dirks and Ferrin 2002). A 
high-quality relationship encourages followers to work hard on required tasks and to go 
above and beyond their job requirements (Konovsky and Pugh 1994). This will promote both 
their in-role performance and extra-role performance, as well as decrease their CWBO.  
The interaction between differentiated empowering leadership and Chinese traditionality 
is also positively related to in-role performance and extra-role performance, and negatively 
related to CWBO. Differentiated empowering leadership leads to unequal distribution of 
authority and autonomy, and differentiated status among team members. Followers low in 
Chinese traditionality are less likely to accept unequal power distribution and differentiated 
status (Hui et al. 2004), and are more likely to consider highly differentiated empowering 
leadership as unfair and lacking in benevolence. Accordingly, their in-role and extra-role 
performance will deteriorate. Their CWBO may even increase.  
In contrast, followers with high Chinese traditionality are less likely to be suspicious of 
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leaders’ behaviors (Farh et al. 1997, 2007). They can tolerate differentiated empowering 
leadership. Thus, the negative effect of differentiated empowering leadership on work 
outcomes may be weaker for followers high in Chinese traditionality than those low in 
Chinese traditionality. 
Combining (1) the prediction that Chinese traditionality moderates the negative effect of 
differentiated empowering leadership on trust in leaders (H2) with the discussion of (2) the 
effect of trust in leaders on followers’ work outcomes, and (3) the interaction of differentiated 
empowering leadership and Chinese traditionality on followers’ work outcomes, trust in 
leaders is proposed to mediate the interaction between differentiated empowering leadership 
and Chinese traditionality on various work outcomes. Figure 1 depicts the overall research 
model. 
Hypothesis 3: Followers’ trust in leaders mediates the interactive effect of differentiated 
empowering leadership and Chinese traditionality on followers’ (a) in-role performance, (b) 
extra-role performance, and (c) CWBO. 
------------------------------------------ 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
----------------------------------------- 
 
Method 
Procedure and Sample 
Data were collected from 11 Chinese firms across a wide range of industries, including 
mobile communication services, motorcycle manufacturing, road and bridge construction, 
communication manufacturing, education services, and security services. This helped us to 
avoid the contextual constraints of studying a limited range of industries (Rousseau and 
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Fried, 2001). The following procedures were used with each firm. First, permission was 
requested from one executive manager of each firm. Then, with the help of the HR manager, 
work teams were randomly selected to complete the survey over a short period of time. 
Sample teams were all officially established departments or long-term work teams in each 
organization. There was only one leader in each team, and members had very close and 
frequent interaction with one another.  
Participation was voluntary and anonymous, with a reward of 20 Chinese yuan (about 
US$3.27) for each participant. Team members gathered in a large meeting room to complete 
the paper-and-pencil questionnaire assessing empowering leadership, trust in leaders, Chinese 
traditionality, interactional justice, and demographics. Team leaders evaluated their followers’ 
in-role performance, extra-role performance, and CWBO. Each questionnaire was coded 
numerically so that questionnaires completed by leaders could be matched to those completed 
by their followers.  
A total of 411 followers in 103 teams participated in the survey. Five team leaders were 
out for business on the day of the survey, so we discarded 34 followers’ questionnaires from 
their teams. One leader’s responses could not be matched with his five followers’ 
questionnaires because of a coding problem. These five followers were excluded from the 
sample. The final sample consisted of 372 followers from 97 teams. Of the 372 followers, the 
mean age was 31.27 (SD = 7.11), and 55.9% were male. Their average job tenure in the 
current firm was 5.79 years (SD = 5.38). Most were well educated (69.6% had a bachelor’s 
degree or higher). The 97 teams had a mean size of 7.95 members, ranging from 4 to 12 (SD 
= 2.98). 
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Measures 
The questionnaires were originally developed in English. Brislin’s (1980) back-translation 
procedure was followed to ensure the accuracy and clarity of the Chinese version. Unless 
otherwise indicated, all items used 7-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 
agree). 
Differentiated empowering leadership. According to Chan’s (1998) dispersion 
composition model, differentiated empowering leadership can be seen as a configural team 
property that reflects the disparity type of diversity within a team. Similar to Wu and 
colleagues’ (2010) measure of differentiated leadership, which was recommended by 
Harrison and Klein (2007), the within-team coefficient of variance (CV) was used to measure 
differentiated empowering leadership. Specifically, differentiated empowering leadership was 
calculated by dividing the within-team standard deviation of empowering leadership by the 
mean score of empowering leadership of all the team members. Empowering leadership was 
measured with the 12 items developed by Ahearne, Mathieu, and Rapp (2005). This scale has 
been previously used in studies in China (e.g., Zhang and Bartol 2010). A sample item is “My 
manager expresses confidence in my ability to perform at a high level.” Cronbach’s alpha 
was .96. 
Trust in leaders. Trust in leaders was measured using an adapted version of Dirks’s 
(2000) scale. A sample item is “If I shared my problems with the team leader, I know he 
would respond constructively and caringly.” Cronbach’s alpha was .95. 
Chinese traditionality. Followers’ Chinese traditionality was measured using Farh and 
colleagues’ (2007) 5-item short scale. This shortened scale has been successfully used in 
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previous organizational behavior studies in mainland China (Chen and Aryee 2007; Farh et 
al. 2007; Hui et al. 2004), Hong Kong (Pillutla, Farh, Lee, and Lin 2007), and Taiwan (Farh 
et al. 1997; Spreitzer, Perttula, and Xin 2005). A sample item is “When people are in dispute, 
they should ask the most senior person to decide who is right.” Cronbach’s alpha was .79. 
In-role performance. Team leaders assessed followers’ in-role performance using 
Eisenberger and colleagues’ (2010) 5-item scale. A sample item is “This follower fulfills 
responsibilities specified in his/her job description.” Cronbach’s alpha was .71. 
Extra-role performance. Team leaders assessed followers’ extra-role performance using 
Eisenberger and colleagues’ (2010) 8-item scale. A sample item is “This follower takes action 
to protect our firm from potential problems.” Cronbach’s alpha was .94. 
Counterproductive work behaviors toward the organization. Followers’ CWBO was 
assessed by their team leaders using a 6-item scale adapted from Dalal et al. (2009). A sample 
item is “This follower spoke poorly about our organization to others.” Cronbach’s alpha 
was .92. 
Control variables. At the individual level, demographic variables, including gender, age, 
job tenure in the current firm (measured in years), and education, were controlled for because 
previous research has shown these factors may influence followers’ trust in leaders and work 
outcomes (e.g., Raub and Robert 2010; Eisenberger et al. 2010; Thau, Aquino, and Wittek 
2007). At the team level, in line with previous research on differentiated leadership (e.g., 
Erdogan and Bauer 2010), the mean empowering leadership was controlled for within each 
team, to ensure that any observed effects of differentiated empowering leadership on 
outcomes were not due to the influence of team-level mean empowering leadership. The 
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results indicated that the interrater reliability and intraclass correlation (mean rwg = .95, 
ICC[1] = .63, ICC[2] = .87) justified its aggregation across team members (Bliese 2000). 
Interactional justice climate was also controlled for to partial out its potential influence 
on some of the dependent variables (e.g., Marcus and Schuler 2004; Thau et al. 2007). 
Followers’ perceptions of interactional justice were firstly measured using Colquitt’s (2001) 
9-item scale. A sample item is “Have the leader and team members treated you with respect?” 
The Cronbach’s alpha was .95. Then interactional justice climate was calculated by averaging 
all team members’ perceptions. Interrater reliability and the intraclass correlation (mean rwg 
= .97, ICC[1] = .47, ICC[2] = .77) justified the aggregation of interactional justice. Finally, 
team size was included (measured by the number of team members in each team) as one of 
the team-level control variables, due to its potential influence on trust in leaders and other 
dependent variables. 
Analytical Strategy 
Given the multilevel research model and the nested structure of the data, hierarchical linear 
modeling (HLM; Raudenbush 2004) was used to test the hypotheses. Chi-square tests showed 
that the between-team variances in followers’ (1) trust in leaders (χ2 (96) = 615.00, p < .001; 
ICC(1) = .59), (2) in-role performance, (χ2 (96) = 393.80, p < .001; ICC(1) = .45), (3) extra-
role performance (χ2 (96) = 498.75, p < .001; ICC(1) = .52), and (4) CWBO (χ2 (96) = 
504.54, p < .001; ICC(1) = .54) were significant, justifying the use of HLM to test the 
hypotheses. All individual-level variables were grand-mean centered before being added to 
the regression to reduce collinearity between the team-level intercept and the slope terms, 
except for gender, which was dummy coded (Hofmann and Gavin 1998). 
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Results 
Preliminary Analysis 
Before testing the hypotheses, a set of confirmatory factor analyses was conducted using 
AMOS 20.0 to determine whether our multi-item variables (i.e., trust in leader, Chinese 
traditionality, in-role performance, extra-role performance, CWBO, empowering leadership, 
and interactional justice) were distinct from one another. In line with prior studies (e.g., 
Zhang and Bartol 2010), the 12 items of empowering leadership were categorized into four 
sub-dimensions (i.e., enhancing the meaningfulness of work, fostering participation in 
decision-making, expressing confidence in high performance, and providing autonomy from 
bureaucratic constraints). The nine items of interactional justice were also categorized into 
two sub-dimensions (i.e., interpersonal justice and informational justice).  
The results showed that the proposed seven-factor model fits the data well (χ2 [681, N = 372] 
= 1903.66, IFI = .90, CFI = .90, RMSEA = .07). The fitness index for the hypothesized model 
was significantly better than the alternative models (e.g., a six-factor model created by 
grouping in-role performance and extra-role performance into one factor: χ2 [687, N = 372] = 
2450.86, IFI = .86, CFI = .86, RMSEA = .08). The CFA results indicated that our measures 
had good discriminant validity. Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations of 
all variables. 
------------------------------------------ 
Insert Table 1 about here 
----------------------------------------- 
 
Main Effect of Differentiated Empowering Leadership on Trust in Leaders (H1) 
Table 2 presents the HLM regression results. Model 2 shows that differentiated empowering 
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leadership was not significantly related to followers’ trust in leaders (γ = –.05, n.s.). 
Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was not supported. 
------------------------------------------ 
Insert Table 2 about here 
----------------------------------------- 
Moderating Effect of Chinese Traditionality (H2) 
Hypothesis 2 proposed that followers’ Chinese traditionality moderates the relationship 
between differentiated empowering leadership and followers’ trust in leaders. The results of 
Model 3 in Table 2 suggest that the interaction between differentiated empowering leadership 
and Chinese traditionality on trust in leaders was significant (γ = .14, p < .05). To further 
clarify Hypothesis 2, Aiken and West’s (1991) method was followed and simple slope tests 
conducted. Figure 2 depicts the results. The relationship between differentiated empowering 
leadership and followers’ trust in leaders was not significant (γ = .11, n.s.) when Chinese 
traditionality was high, and was significantly negative (γ = –.17, p < .01) when Chinese 
traditionality was low. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported. 
------------------------------------------ 
Insert Figure 2 about here 
----------------------------------------- 
The Mediated Moderation Model (H3a-H3c) 
Hypotheses 3a-3c proposed that followers’ trust in leaders mediates the interaction of 
differentiated empowering leadership and Chinese traditionality on followers’ work outcomes 
(i.e., in-role performance, extra-role performance, and CWBO). To test this mediated 
moderation model (Muller, Judd, and Yzerbyt 2005), a two-step procedure (e.g., James, 
Mulaik, and Brett 2006) based on Baron and Kenny (1986) and Muller and colleagues’ 
(2005) step-wise procedures was performed. That is, the test of the mediated moderation 
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model requires two regression equations: (1) regressing the mediator on the interaction of the 
independent variable and moderating variable and (2) regressing the outcome variables on the 
mediator and the interaction term. 
First, as demonstrated in Hypothesis 2, the interaction between differentiated 
empowering leadership and Chinese traditionality was significantly related to the mediator 
(followers’ trust in leaders). Then, the mediator (followers’ trust in leaders) had (1) a positive 
relationship with in-role performance (γ = .18, p < .05; Model 4), (2) a positive relationship 
with extra-role performance (γ = .29, p < .01; Model 5), and (3) a negative relationship with 
CWBO (γ = –.19, p < .05; Model 6). Finally, after controlling for the effect of followers’ trust 
in leaders, the interaction term had no significant relationship with followers’ in-role 
performance (γ = .06, n.s.), extra-role performance (γ = –.02, n.s.), or CWBO (γ = –.06, n.s.).  
These results provided initial support for the mediating role of followers’ trust in leaders 
in the relationships between the interaction term and followers’ work outcomes. 
Bootstrapping was performed to further test the mediated moderation model. Results based 
on 20,000 Monte Carlo replications suggested that the indirect effect (interaction of 
differentiated empowering leadership and Chinese traditionality  followers’ trust in leaders 
 followers’ work outcomes) were significant for in-role performance (indirect effect = .02, 
95% CI = [.001, .060]), extra-role performance (indirect effect = .04, 95% CI = [.003, .094]) 
and CWBO (indirect effect = .03, 95% CI = [–.064, –.001]). Therefore, Hypotheses 3a, 3b, 
and 3c were supported. 
 
Discussion 
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The relationship between leadership and trust continues to attract scholars’ and practitioners’ 
attention (Huang et al. 2010; Kannan-Narasimhan and Lawrence 2012; Miao et al. 2013; 
Newman et al. 2014; Schaubroeck et al. 2011). This study contributes to that field of research 
by exploring the impact of differentiated leadership on followers’ trust in leaders and 
subsequent work outcomes. The hypothesis regarding the direct effect of differentiated 
empowering leadership on followers’ trust in leaders is not supported. Neglecting the 
boundary conditions may account for the insignificant effect. Burke and colleagues’ (2007) 
integrated framework for trust in leadership also suggests that the impact of leaders’ 
trustworthiness on followers’ trust in leaders may depend on several moderating factors (p. 
613), such as psychological safety and organizational climate. For example, organizational 
policies were not taken into account in this study. Followers may trust their leaders no matter 
whether leaders empower them equally or selectively because of the compensatory effect of 
supportive organizational policies. 
When followers’ Chinese traditionality was taken into account, the interaction of 
differentiated empowering leadership and Chinese traditionality had a significant effect on 
followers’ trust in leaders. Specifically, differentiated empowering leadership destroyed trust 
in leaders among followers who were low in Chinese traditionality. The interaction between 
differentiated empowering leadership and followers’ Chinese traditionality also further 
influenced followers’ work outcomes (i.e., in-role performance, extra-role performance, and 
CWBO) through the mediating role of trust in leaders.  
Theoretical Implications 
These findings advance the literature on leadership and trust in leaders in several important 
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ways. First, by introducing the concept of differentiated empowering leadership and 
exploring its effect on followers’ trust in leaders, the present study makes a pioneering 
attempt to examine the relationship between differentiated leadership and trust in leaders. The 
results show that differentiated empowering leadership interacts with followers’ Chinese 
traditionality to influence their trust in leaders. Consistent with work by Burke and colleagues 
(2007), the interaction shows that followers’ trust in their leader results from the integrative 
impact of both leaders’ trustworthiness and followers’ predisposition to trust. Specifically, 
leaders’ differentiated positive behaviors may be perceived by followers with low Chinese 
traditionality as a violation of moral duty and reduce their trust in their leader. Scholars have 
also argued that one of the weaknesses in current trust research is the limitation of single-
level analysis (e.g., Rousseau et al. 1998; Schoorman et al. 2007). This study avoids this 
problem by investigating trust by means of a cross-level model including both team and 
individual levels.  
Second, this study serves as the first attempt to examine the boundary condition of 
cultural values (i.e., Chinese traditionality) in the relationship between leader behaviors and 
trust in leaders. The integrative model of organizational trust claims that cultural values are 
influential predictors in reflecting followers’ propensity to trust (Burke et al. 2007; Mayer et 
al. 1995). However, few empirical studies have explored the moderating effect of cultural 
values in the relationship between leadership and followers’ trust in leaders. This study 
provides initial evidence by showing that followers’ Chinese traditionality interacts with 
differentiated empowering leadership to influence followers’ trust in leaders. This finding is 
consistent with Doney and colleagues’ (1998) argument that the cultural values that reflect 
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employees’ relationship to authority serve an important role in the trust development process. 
As Triandis (1972) argued, culture has a major influence on how information is used to make 
decisions. Thus, the influence of cultural values cannot be ignored when investigating 
followers’ trust.  
Finally, this study extends Mayer and colleagues’ (1995) integrative model of 
organizational trust and extends understanding of the behavioral consequences of 
differentiated leadership by synthetically investigating the effect of differentiated 
empowering leadership on followers’ positive (i.e., in-role performance, extra-role 
performance) and negative (i.e., CWBO) work outcomes. This study also answers Hosmer’s 
(1995) call for empirical investigation supporting the linkage between the moral duty of 
managers and the work outcomes of followers through trust. It also answers the question 
“Why should managers be moral?” by examining followers’ three work outcomes as 
consequences of differentiated empowering leadership, which is directly pertinent to the 
linkage between ethics and organizational theory (Hosmer 1995). 
Limitations  
This study has several limitations. First, the cross-sectional design prevents us from making 
causal inferences about the proposed relationships. Alternative explanations for these findings 
are therefore possible. For instance, one may argue that rather than differentiated empowering 
leadership reducing followers’ trust in leaders, followers’ different levels of trust in their 
leaders may make the latter implement a selective empowerment strategy. However, the 
multi-level structure of this research model and its strong theoretical foundations mean that 
the issue of causality does not substantially affect the main findings. Future researchers 
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should collect longitudinal data or to design experimental studies to further validate the 
causal relationships in the current study. 
Second, two limitations of the rating of the dependent variables must be mentioned. One 
is the high ICC(1) values observed for followers’ in-role performance, extra-role 
performance, and CWBO, which raise the concern that supervisors in collectivistic cultures, 
such as Chinese culture, may avoid singling out individual performance or negative behavior 
among team members in the interest of maintaining harmony (Triandis 1995). However, 
anonymous data-collection process and hierarchical linear modeling approach allowed us to 
reduce rater bias to some extent. Nonetheless, the hypotheses of this study should be further 
explored in non-collectivistic cultures, such as the U.S., to enhance the generalizability of our 
findings.  
Another limitation is that followers’ work outcomes were rated by their direct 
supervisors. A team leader’s evaluation of a follower’s performance may be influenced by the 
quality of his or her relationship with the follower in question. We did our best to eliminate 
leaders’ bias in the survey process, by asking them to provide accurate ratings. Moreover, the 
validity of leaders’ ratings of followers’ behavior and performance has been widely accepted 
in organizational behavior research, and the methodology is widely used (e.g., Farh et al. 
2007; Henderson, Wayne, Shore, Bommer, and Tetrick 2008; Vidyarthi, Liden, Anand, 
Erdogan, and Ghosh 2010). However, it would be better to include objective performance 
information in the future where possible, to enhance the robustness of findings. 
Future Research Directions 
This study is the first attempt to explore the relationship between differentiated empowering 
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leadership and trust in leaders, and to link these factors with followers’ work outcomes. More 
studies are needed to investigate the boundary conditions of the impact of differentiated 
empowering leadership on trust in leaders. Based on the integrated model of trust in leaders 
(Burke et al. 2007), more organizational- or group-level factors should be considered as the 
boundary conditions of the relationship between differentiated empowering leadership and 
trust in leaders. For example, in organizations with high-commitment work systems, the 
detrimental effect of differentiated empowering leadership on followers’ trust in leaders may 
be not very salient because of the compensation effect of supportive organization policies.  
In addition, more research is required to investigate the relationship between 
differentiated empowering leadership and trust in leaders, and into work outcomes in 
societies with different cultures. A number of researchers have called for more research into 
the influence of culture on trust (Den Hartog 2004; Schoorman et al. 2007; Wasti, Tan, 
Brower, and Onder 2007). We found that for followers high in Chinese traditionality, 
differentiated empowering leadership is less harmful to followers’ trust in leaders. Future 
research could examine the boundary conditions of other cultural values, such as 
individualism, in Western countries. 
Managerial Implications 
The findings of this study have several useful implications for managers’ empowerment 
strategies. The empirical findings of this study concerning the relationship between 
differentiated empowering leadership and followers’ trust in leaders suggest that team leaders 
should carefully consider their moral duty in managing their teams as a whole. More 
specifically, the findings indicate that if team leaders treat team members unequally, 
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followers with low Chinese traditionality will lose trust in their team leaders and engage in 
counterproductive work behavior.  
In connection with the debate over whether selective empowerment is beneficial or 
detrimental (Forrester 2000; Khan 1997), this study has shown that it depends on the cultural 
values of followers. One straightforward suggestion this research can offer to managers is 
that they should pay special attention to the trustworthiness of their leadership behaviors and 
to the cultural values of their followers. The findings of the current study suggest that 
differentiated empowering leadership is more harmful to followers who are lower in Chinese 
traditionality. To solicit positive attitudes and behavior from followers, leaders should 
consider followers’ cultural values when they implement leadership strategies.  
To cultivate effective leadership, organizations should ensure that training for team 
leaders includes team management skills. For example, organizations should provide training 
courses to educate their managers to make appropriate decisions about when to treat 
followers equally and when to engage in differentiated treatment.  
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Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics, Reliabilities, and Correlations 
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Individual-level variables            
1. Gender .56 .50 —         
2. Age 31.27 7.11 .17** —        
3. Education  1.66 .67 –.19** –.13* —       
4. Follower tenure in the current firm 5.79 5.38 .01 .73** .09 —      
5. Trust in leaders 5.37 1.17 –.08 –.06 .19** .06 (.95)     
6. Chinese traditionality 3.81 1.27 .06 .06 –.09 .02 .22** (.79)    
7. In-role performance 5.01 .87 –.05 –.05 .13* .06 .27** –.11* (.71)   
8. Extra-role performance 4.92 1.10 –.03 –.06 .20** .02 .27** –.09 .62** (.94)  
9. CWBO 1.96 .94 .14** .00 –.09 –.06 –.26** .02 –.40** –.34** (.92) 
Team-level variables            
1. Team size 7.95 2.98 —         
2. Differentiated empowering 
leadership 
.14 .13 –.14 —        
3. Team mean empowering leadership 4.88 1.06 –.22* –.52** (.96)       
4. Interactional justice climate 5.25 .82 –.24* –.38**   .82** (.95)      
Note. N = 372 at the individual level; N = 97 at the team level. Reliabilities are in parentheses on the diagonal.  
*p < .05; **p < .01. 
CWBO = counterproductive work behaviors toward the organization.  
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Table 2  
HLM Results 
 
Variable 
Trust in leader IRP ERP CWBO 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Intercept 5.29*** 5.29*** 5.30*** 4.99*** 4.85*** 1.87*** 
Level-1 control variables       
   Gender .13 .13 .14    –.02 .03 .16** 
   Age –.04 –.07 –.07 –.00 –.01 –.04 
   Education  .02 .03 .03 .05 .10 –.04 
   Follower tenure in the current firm .06 .05 .05 .05 .05 .01 
Level-2 control variables       
   Team size –.05 –.07* –.08* –.05     .06 –.02 
   Interactional justice climate .54*** .53*** .49*** .26**     .18 .11 
   Team mean empowering leadership .42*** .36*** .39***    –.16     .04 –.13 
Level-1 independent variables        
   Chinese traditionality  .09 .07    –.10    –.07 .04 
   Trust in leader      .18* .29** –.19* 
Level-2 independent variable       
   Differentiated empowering leadership  –.05 –.03 –.08 –.06 .14 
Cross-level interaction variable       
Differentiated empowering leadership × 
Follower Chinese traditionality 
  .14*     .06 –.02 –.06 
   Model deviance  867.94  859.12  853.86  858.43 1000.18  897.02 
Note. N = 372 at the individual level; N = 97 at the team level. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
IRP = in-role performance. ERP = extra-role performance. CWBO = counterproductive work behaviors toward the organization.
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Figure 1  
Research Model 
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Figure 2 
The Interaction of Differentiated Empowering Leadership and Chinese 
Traditionality on Followers’ Trust in Leaders 
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